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Personal interpretations of past time — the stories that people tell themselvesin order to
explain how they get to the place they currently inhabit —are often in deep and ambiguous
conflict with the official interpretive devices of a culture.*

In our second year of study at Rhodes we were told that the Department needs a
certain number of ‘black females' and so many white females and males. We were told
that black women had preference because there are fewer black women in the
career. A girl who was believed to be black was found to be coloured. Her physical
appearance was black but her background reveal ed she was not black...those women who
did not belong to this ‘ blackness’ had to reinvent themselves. They had to do whatever it
took to be associated with black, like the coloured girl who claimed shewasblack....those
who can do are black women because the community needs ‘ black women’ [in
that career]. | didn’t understand that system because | thought women were all viewed as
women. Among those black women were two women who dressed like men and do what
men do. One of them had no breasts and had dreadlocks. She didn’'t see herself as a
woman. And | was curiousto seeif she would win aplace—if the Department would see
her as a‘woman’. Another striking issue between these black women was the issue of
accent. Some had an * African’ accent while othershad an * American’ accent. Thisaccent
issuedetermined [what you would specialisein]. Sotherewasalso aclassdivision among
those black women.

What interested meisthat therewerea so anumber of good ‘ whitefemal€e’ studentswhose
number in [the second year class] was limited but whom | thought were also ‘ perfect
women’. Just alittlething like the colour of their skin ruined everything; you becomeless
than perfect. After the compl etion of their degree, will thosetwo womenwho aremorelike
men, do what men do instead of what they are expected to do? Maybeitisfine, aslong as
they are women.?

Introduction

Opposition to apartheid gave rise to many differing ideological positions on
how appropriately to understand race and racism. One of the pivotal points of
debate between what we might term ‘radical’ and ‘liberal’ opponents of
apartheid concerned the contrast between non-racialism and multiracialism.
The race debate also formed a central schism between competing ideological
forceswithin the liberation movement itself — central to the Congresstradition
of the ANC was the notion of ‘non-racialism’ which was contrasted both with
variants of Africanism and black consciousness. Again, disputes about the
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precise nature of the relationship between race and class were very central to
the ideological ferment of the time.

Non-racialism as the answer to the ruling National Party’s racia dispen-
sation was, then, the clarion call of those who aligned themselves with the
Congresstradition. Thenub of theideaof non-racialismwasbest summedupin
an aphorismwhich | heard for thefirst timein aspeech given by Harry Gwalaat
Rhodes shortly after his release from prison: ‘ There are only two races, the
human race and the animal race’, Gwalatold apacked Great Hall. That formu-
lation of race remains as radical and uncommon a proposition today asit was
then. As Deborah Posel has commented, ‘ after decades of apartheid reasoning,
the idea that South African society comprises four distinct races — “whites’,
“Coloureds’, “Indians’ and “Africans’ — has become a habit of thought and
experience, afacet of popular “common sense” still widely in evidence. So it
remainsanorm for the narrativeswe hear in public mediaor in conversation to
designate unnamed social actorsin terms of their race — as though this reduces
their anonymity and renders their actions more intelligible’ .2

Y et, as Posel points out too,* this should not be understood merely as an
unfortunateresidual effect of apartheid. Rather, new life hasbeen breathed into
these categories in the transition context as they begin to be employed for
multiple purposes of redress and political manoeuvring. Racial identities have
proved resilient in the post-apartheid period,® rainbow-nationalism notwith-
standing. Indeed, non-racialism sometimes appearsless afeature of the current
context than more, as the unifying imperative of the official liberation
movement’ sideological line gives way to opportunities for South Africansto
assert forms of identity whose foregrounding was regarded as impolitic in a
different era.

This tension between our perpetual attempt to sanitise our minds of racial
thoughts on the one hand, and the obvious continued socia reality and signifi-
cance of race on the other, remainsacentral feature of theway inwhichwelive
race at Rhodes and indeed in South Africa ten years after apartheid. Today,
natural scientistsmostly agreethat no such thing asrace existsfrom the point of
view of physical, biological reality. Race does not exist; it is not a pertinent
criterion of classification.® The ideology of non-racialism is vindicated as the
factual truth—no mere political slogan. Y et it at the sametimeremainsequally
trueto say, asRichard Dyer does, that theimagery of race continuesto exert its
power over every feature of our lives:

Atwhat cost regionsand countriesexport their goods, whosevoicesarelistened to at inter-
national gatherings, who bombs and who is bombed, who getswhat jobs, housing, access
to health careand education, what cultural activitiesare subsidised and sold, in what terms
they are validated — these are all largely inextricable from racial imagery. The myriad
minute decisions that constitute the practices of theworld are at every point informed by
judgements about people's capacities and worth, judgements based on what they ook
like, wherethey comefrom, how they speak, evenwhat they eat, that is, racial judgements.
Race is not the only factor governing these things and people of goodwill everywhere
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struggle to overcome the prejudices and barriers of race, but it is never not afactor, never
not in play.”

This paper sets out to tell stories about race and identity among the present
generation of Rhodes students. It doesnot purport to say that these experiences
are everyone' s experiences. Indeed, it is certain that they are not. There are
thosewho will say that they find little evidencefor race asasignificant category
of analysisof their or others’ experience of lifeat Rhodes. TheVice-Chancellor
cited just such an example in hiswelcoming remarks to Rhodes alumni earlier
this year. He quoted a letter from a Xhosa student who had written to thank
Rhodes and in particular his hall of residence for the experience of being at
Rhodes. The writer stressed that he had ‘met people from different
backgrounds and NOT in one instance experienced abuse or discrimination of
any sort’ .

My research with Rhodes students over the last three years hasinvolved my
closeinteraction during aperiod of six to seven weeks at atimewith groups of
someeighty participantsin each of threeresearch/teaching cycles. Theresearch
‘data’ used in the paper consist of the stories told and written by the partici-
pants’ to oneanother and to theauthor. Many described their participationinthe
research as being a very rare if not singular occasion in their experience as
South Africans where raceistruly ‘faced’. Thisterm is used in adual sense,
referring asit doesto the willingnessto confront the unmentionable and to the
fact that thisconfrontation takesplacein apublic setting. Asaresearcher one of
my primary goals was to create safe communal spaces in which private
thoughts could frankly be expressed in public —a goal which participants felt
waslargely realised. While some may suggest that | found only what | sought,
from the outset | was genuinely surprised by the anguish, bewilderment, anger,
fear, confusion, prejudice, suspicion, suffering and pain that | encountered
across the spectrum of skin colours. Many of the participants were as taken
aback as| was both by what they found themsel ves articul ating — often for the
very first time — and by what they found in others.

There was a time when | stopped coming because it was too emotionally taxing. But |
returned. There was the time when | watched the melanin workshop and cried because
someone understood. A lecturewould spark debate for aweek in the dining halls; debates
which most times ended up involving not only Politics students. | was angry, worked past
some of that anger into hope, hope for alittle change from me and the white, Indian,
coloured, black people and those for whom these categories areinsufficient. | don’t know
how to put it into words. Five years from now Il write you aletter letting you know. It
fuelled debate which we knew existed but never found the realm or sanctuary to express
theseviews. Rhodesgraduatessit in lecture theatresfor three yearsjust to make money. If
all of university werelikethis course wewould be herefor adifferent reason. | have hope
for me... hopethat | won't be just another Rhodes graduate.°
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Encounterswith Unreason

It appears intuitively likely that inter-racial contact improves racial/ethnic
relations™ whereas absence of such contact promotes prejudice and stereo-
typing. Thisseemsto bethe unstated dominant assumption at Rhodes. Students
comeinto amixed environment, mingle and becomeless prejudiced asaresullt.
The mere fact of the existence of people of different skin colours here will
produce this effect. However, what is referred to as ‘ contact theory’ or ‘the
contact hypothesis’ in the social science literature is not unproblematic in its
assumptions. For one thing, we need to ask questions about the extent and
quality of the supposed contact that occurs. For example, at Rhodes, my
research subjectsreport, dining halls, friendship circles, dating, social meeting
places, sports and lecture room seating continue to be highly segregated on a
racial basis. Asaresult peopletend to see and talk of one another asundifferen-
tiated blocs (‘the black guysin my residence’; ‘the white girlsin the tutorial’;
‘coloured chicks', ‘Indian okes') rather than interacting as individuals.

She went to a private white school and therefore had no contact with black people. She
choseto goto Rhodesto changethisreality. Shewanted to meet new peoplefromdifferent
places and backgrounds. She thought it would be so wonderful to belong to acommunity
where everybody would interact and mingle. She was naive. She went to the dining hall
and discovered that boys sat with boys, girls with girls, whites with whites, blacks with
blacks and so on. Her heart dropped. This was the reason she hated high school. She eats
mostly withthe other whitegirlsin her residence. Now sheisobsessed about her weight.'2

Racial propinquity, then, isnot the samething asracial integration and thel atter
isnot anecessary or evenlikely outcome of situationsof ‘racial diversity’. This
findingisechoedin many studiesof race. For example, in Witssociologist Alan
Morris swork on race relationsin Hillbrow, Johanesburg, he found that while
overt acts of racism are infrequent, residents continue to express racist views
about one another and * most apartment blocks were occupied solely or mainly
by one particular racial category’.** In many instances, Morrisargues, ‘ contact
did not lessen prejudice but served to reinforceit’ . Contact does not add up to
integration, which implies something more than merely surface toleration of
those regarded asbeing of adifferent racial category, and includes as Pettigrew
suggests, acceptance, friendship, equity and equality.*

Itisimportant to recognise, moreover, that integration of thiskind isnot just
something which fails to occur for one reason or another. Rather, there are
significant waysinwhichintegrationisactively guarded against under circum-
stances of ‘contact’ so that the post-1994 context may be viewed as having
given rise to new forms of informal but nonethel ess powerful racial entrepre-
neurship which have replaced official injunctions against integration. The
policing of sexuality is one of the most cogent examples of this. Apartheid's
concern with the calcification of racial boundarieswas, asPosel writes, ‘ rooted
in widespread anxieties about racial mixing'.*® Apartheid, at least in part, was
meant to offer the reassurance that ‘ white women were safe from the threat of
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black male sexuality’.*” Taboos against sexual integration continueto beavery
significant thematic thread in the way in which race is experienced at Rhodes.
Complex rules of dating allude constantly to strict injunctions against inter-
racial and even inter-ethnic sexual interaction.

It was at Rhodesthat he began to be fully aware of and bothered by racism. He frequented
the black-dominated clubs as often as he did the white-dominated ones. However, he
would often go to the latter alone because his friends had long sworn they would never
visit clubsfilled with whites. On one occasion he went up to agroup of white girls. They
smiled at him but their body |anguage changed. Thetwo guyswith them gaveahalf manly
acknowledgement but then the one closest to himleaned over and whisperedinto hisear so
that only heheard, ‘fuck off’. Hewalked away feeling that hewassimply where hedid not
belong. The next morning he woke up and felt a boiling anger. Since then, his
consciousness of racism has heightened.®

He... went toaModel C school and isused to multicultural diversity. During hisfirst two
weeks at Rhodes he became attracted to a white girl. They started having a relationship
which had to be ‘silent’ for reasons known only to her. Then he overheard some of her
friendsdiscussing the relationship. They said shewasworried about how everyonewould
react if she was seen with ablack man. What if her parents found out? They white boys
wouldn’t want to talk to her. They would call her aslut and think shemight have Aids. She
broke up with him. What hurt the young man wasthat he thought peopl e had changed and
that all South Africans see each other as one. Even students who have never experienced
apartheid, who have been to school with black people since the early 1990s till think
stereotypically of black people. What killed him was that most of his black friends told
him he should have stuck to his own skin colour, he should have known better.*

Of course aracialised sexual code of conduct is not universally embraced or
adhered to and there are many examples of code-breaking behaviour.
Nonetheless, the existence of the code is widely acknowledged.

Her friends were sitting around talking when one closed the door and said, ‘Y ou guys,
have you heard what did? She kissed ". *No, the black boy in our hall?'.
‘Dude, that’ ssowrong!’. Shedidn’t agree. Hewasareally niceguy and quite hot. Thefact
that the girl waswhitedidn’t matter to her. Shehad seriously believed that her friendswere
not prejudiced bitches.®

In some instances transgression of the code forbidding inter-racial sexual
encounters is, surprisingly, viewed more negatively than gendered sexual
transgression.

Sheis ayoung student, just enjoying life. She has fun, doing whatever she pleases, not
generaly phased by other peopl€’s opinions. One evening, while out with friends she
happens to kiss another girl, who happens to be black. This is done not as a sexually
political or racial statement; she was just being herself (like so many girls her age sheis
exploring her sexuality). She never realised that others had seen or even cared. The
following evening aboy, afarmer’ sson from Zimbabwe approaches. ‘ Did you kissablack
girl? Thistook her completely by surprise. He was a friend. ‘ That's disgusting. | hope
you'reembarrassed. But don’t worry, just apologiseand we' Il forgiveyou. Theguysthink
you're acool girl. Just say you're sorry’. She burst into tears and walked home.?



110 AFRICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 9(1)

Thefirst point | have made about the contact hypothesis, then, isthat it assumes
that contact breaks down racia barriersand leadsto integration whereasthisis
often not the case. Moreover, contact situations are characterised by an active
policing, on the part of key protagonists, against integration.

The second point isthat the contact hypothesis overl ooksthe extent to which
such ‘contact’ as does take place, occurs within a broader context of power
relations and reflects them. It is not unusual for example, for whites to gain
more from encounterswith theracial ‘ other’ than vice versa. For those already
empowered in society, those who occupy the position of privileged norm in
relation to a range of markers — white trustworthiness, intelligence, beauty,
cleanliness, morality is not in question — contact with black students largely
serves to alay baseless fears: that their possessions will be stolen in mixed
residences, that black tutorial members will lower the standards of class
discussion, that black Res mates will engage in unsanitary practices in Res
bathrooms. For these students ‘contact’ in a context in which the overall
hegemony of whitenessremainsintact, isreassuring. It tellsthem that they need
not change after all. They can go on being themselves. These students may
therefore report a decline in their prejudices after entering the mixed
environment of Rhodes. But | would suggest that such aresult needsto beinter-
rogated, revealing asit does, very unegqual power relations.

Coming to Rhodes he had an overall feeling of trepidation at moving into a more
‘exposed’ environment than he had been in the past, growing up as awhite male. He had
been to boarding school but it was an €lite private school. Although there were plenty of
black peoplethey had alwaysbeen in aminority and had never seemed athreat asit were.
Now he didn't know what it would be like living somewhere where his race was a
minority. He had been warned that at other universities where residences were ‘pitch
black’ everything had to be kept totally locked up as a result of the endless stealing.
Furthermorehisblack classmates had been from weal thy familiesand most of themhad no
problem mixing with the white majority. The prospect of Res now presented a different
scenario. Whiteswereaminority and blackswerefrom all walksof life, not just atiny rich
elite. Hisfearsand worriesturned out to betotally unfounded. Lifein Resturned out to be
very much likelifein boarding school. White boys seemed to be the only oneswho really
stuck together. There was no black ‘ popular group’ which everyone tried to fit in with.
Instead, he ended up having the same colour friends, and ran around the Res getting drunk
and having fun asif he owned the place, just as he would have had he been in a predomi-
nantly white Res. He also found that theft was never a problem.?

It is precisely one of the markers of continued dominance that white students
are able to negotiate these encounters with ease. Initial feelings of trepidation
quickly give way to the realisation that all will be well. On the other hand, for
those who occupy skins that are melanin-rich in various degrees, ‘ contact’ or
cross-racial encounters are frequently a very negative rather than a positive
experience and these encounters often |ead to a heightened awareness of one’s
marginality.
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White people don't see white privilege. Many of them believe in individuality and
sometimes go as far as to profess to not having a culture. For this reason they are not
controlled by the stereotypes attached to race and are allowed to be whoever they want to
be. In the case of Rhodes the strong colonial influences and Rhodes' shistory of it being a
white university campus under apartheid have more than contributed to the dominant
white culturein this campus. White cultureistaken asthe norm on campus. It affectsyou
from whatever background you come from. Personally we struggled with getting used to
eatingwithafork and knife, but wehadtolearn. | didn’t want to stick out. Y et thispressure
to conform to the norm goes far beyond how a person eats in the dinning hall. It has
affected who gets what.2

During apartheid black people were the worst off while whiteswere at the top. While the
new South Africa may show some form of inversion, Indian people continue to hover
around the middle, looking into the distance, awaiting that opportunity to shine. It’ stough
occupying aspace of mediocrity. Sheremembershow on theday before school started she
went for ahaircut so shewould ook neat and respectablefor those shefelt most judged by,
white people, who formed the majority of what would be her new class. Onthe morning of
her first day she smeared on athick layer of her mom’s Qil of Olay so that they wouldn’t
think she smelt spicy. When theteacher summoned her to stand up to introduce herself her
lips had locked. She felt paralysed. There she stood with the biggest problem on her
shoulders: should she speak like awhite or should she speak the way she usually does? If
she spokelike awhite her classmates may be ableto understand her alittle better but then
what would her friendsand family think?Wasthat not the ultimate betrayal to one’ srace,
identity and self? With those sharp blue eyes piercing at her she uttered afew words, a
cross between ‘white' English and her English —alanguage she was convinced had never
before been spoken. To this day she struggles finding her voice but she has learned that
difference is agood thing, that the world does not speak the same language, and that not
everyone sees it through blue eyes.®

Describing racism as a system of unreason, Fanon arguesthat thereis‘ nothing
more neurotic... than contact with unreason’.%

Aslong as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion, except in minor
internal conflicts, to experience his being through others... | was satisfied with an intel-
lectual understanding of thesedifferences. It wasnot really dramatic. Andthen... And then
the occasion arose when | had to meet the white man's eyes. An unfamiliar weight
burdened me.®

Oneof thethingsthat apartheid did, astheword implies, wasto separate peopl e.
It was one of apartheid’ s obvious and axiomatic ‘ achievement’ that blacksand
whites had limited experience of one another. It is often assumed that it was
only whiteswho lived ‘ sheltered’ lives during apartheid but the redlity is that
thewhole point of apartheid wasto separate everyonefrom everyoneelse. This
had many obvious unfortunate effects: whiteswho only cameinto contact with
blacks who as cleaners, gardeners or petrol attendants; blacks who grew up
with legends about the invincibility, beauty, goodness or evil of whites. But if
we take Fanon'’ s point, apartness was also akind of protection. It isone of the
ironic features of apartheid’s demise that this form of ‘ protection’ has fallen

away.
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Intermsof race, | found that | wasvery sheltered. By livinginacoloured area, | had never
really come into contact with real racism. The way that | did things was never ‘made
strange’ the way that it is now that | spend most of my time at a white-dominated
university. Asaresult, | have become more aware and sensitive to peopl€’ s remarks and
attitudes towards my behaviour. This sensitivity has allowed meto seeif not racism, then
at the very least, prejudice as | do not conform to people's stereotypes.

Apartheid and colonialism left South African society scattered with powerful
institutionswhose history and residual character iscolonial and ‘white’ invery
deeply embedded ways. The historically white universities are among these.
Thereislittle documentation or acknowledgement of the extent to which black
students entering thisinstitutional milieuin all its elements—human, architec-
tural, pedagogic, socia — frequently find the experience deeply painful, dislo-
cating, disruptive, unsettling, angering, confusing and difficult. For a
significant sub-section their time at Rhodesis their first extended ‘ encounter’
with the white other. The psychologically testing nature of this experience is
seldom fully acknowledged by those for whom Rhodes and its ways are very
familiar, even when they are physically present here for the first time.

For someblack students, this sense of foreignnessisexperienced asmerely a
strangeness, a newness which can be quite interesting and exciting.

| remember being fascinated by being in the same lecture theatre astwo white students. It
wasmy firstinteraction with another race, and it felt strange aswell asbeing lectured to by
awhite lecturer for the first time.?®

For others, the experience is far more difficult to cope with asis evident from
the following story:

He grew up in the countryside with his grandparents where there were no white people.
His grandparents would share their past experiences with him. His mind and heart were
filled withanger when it cameto other racesespecially thewhiterace. He showed not even
thedlightest sign of liking peoplefrom adifferent race. It camethetimefor himtoleavehis
grandparents and attend Rhodes University. For him, when he got there it was not a
comfortableatmosphere becauseit turned out to beaplacefull of different races. Tomake
matters worse he had to share amost everything with people from different races,
including books, places to sleep, places for entertainment, places to eat, etc. He would
spend much of his time aone in his room. He physicaly distanced himself and this
affected his educational performance as most of his lecturers belonged to other race
groups. Onething that always confused him wasthefact that even some studentsfromhis
own racial group associated with the race that he hated with passion. It was especially bad
when some of his friends would chat with white people. In times like this he would
distance himself from hisown best friends. He never told them about all the stories he had
been told back home and they would not understand why he was acting like this. To him,
people were not supposed to eat, sleep and talk together if they were from different racial
groups.®

Many parents naturally set out deliberately to shield their children from
harmful interactions and situations. Fear and suspicion meant that there was a
mutual disinclination to perforate racial barriers. So Africans, coloureds and
Indians emerge as no less ‘sheltered’ from the ‘other’ as whites. Such inter-
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action asdid take place pre-1994 often occurred in very constricted and stereo-
typical settings. For this reason, those occasions or contexts in which
‘encounters’ with the‘other’ arise, emerge as significant memory experiences
in people’s lives. Such encounters occurred sporadically, incidentally and
atypically before 1994 but after that date become much more widespread.

Her parents raised her in the best way they could. She presumes they thought it best to
shelter her, ‘protect’ her from her own kind. She was always the token black at school,
always spoken Englishto by her parents although they spoke Xhosato each other, always
grew up inthewhite suburbs. Shewasoblivioustothis‘ apartheid’ . What wasit? Why was
it? And who wasit affecting? What were townshi ps? Who stayed there? Why were people
so different where her grandmother stayed: people walked in and out of her ‘home’ and
everyone lived on top of each other.®

He grew up living in the backyard of an Indian family for whom his mom cooked and
cleaned. Thelndian family couldn’t pronounce his mom’ s name so they gave her another
name, ‘ Regina . They had the same problem with his name so they called him *Nelson’.
He never saw his father because he was jailed for taking part in the anti-apartheid
struggles. He once asked the I ndian boy of thefamily why they treated hismom differently
and the following day his mom asked why he had asked such a question because she was
about to lose her job. The next weekend his mom told him he had to |eave Johannesburg
and gotolivewith hisgrandparentsin Ciskei becausethe Indiansdidn’t want himintheir
house any more because hethinksheisso smart. He had to leave hisbel oved place of birth
to go to aplace he had never seen before because some peopledidn’t like his questioning
of inequality between human beings. Now heisin university. He doesn't like Indians,
especially when hehearsthem saying they are‘ black’. Hethinksthat Indiansare not trust-
worthy because during apartheid they behaved like white people. They even called black
people‘kaffirs'. Now that the black government isin power, they say they are‘black’. He
istrying to put everything behind him and concentrate on his studiesbut hefindsit hard to
deal with what happened to him and hisfamily because of the Indians. Heisin residence
and when an Indian guy comes close to him or triesto talk to him, heignores him.*

Many of theyoung black adultsat Rhodes, bornto parentswho experiencedthe
full force of apartheid and who tried to shield their children from its worst
effects, found themselves, from 1994, being thrust into the new opportunities
available — Model C schools, historicaly ‘white’ universities. Many of the
participants in this study had their first significant ‘encounters’ at Model C
schools where many local race dramas no doubt played themselves out.

| encountered myself as‘theblack girl’ when | attended school in what wasthen known as
aModel C school. Therewas atotal of 3 black girlsin the entire school. Here | became a
representative of the entire black population. | would often be asked questions starting
with ‘Why do you people...? Asablack girl | have no individuality, my raceis at the
centre of everything | am. It determines everything | have experienced and everything |
expect to experience. Thisis something white people fail to understand. That one'srace
can be ahighly determining factor in one'slife. Thisis because white people do not view
themselves as ‘raced’ individuals. They see themselves as independent, diverse
individuals. Being human isthe most powerful position that a person can bein. It means
that apersonisentitled to basic human rightsthat include freedom and autonomy and most
importantly, choice. White people see themselves as being just human and they don’t see
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their colour as being ameaningful factor in their socialisation. The privilege of whiteness
isto be the norm, natural, just human.*

| went to a Model C school where | encountered my first black child in my school in
Standard One and | now recall how shocked | was. | am not ashamed about it because |
believeitisanatural reaction to be shocked by something you do not see every day, never
mind having never seen it before. Raceisreal to me. | have adifferent colour skin to that
boy in my classin standard one. | will always be a different colour skin to him.*

A culture of racism leads to the ubiquitous tendency to reduce black peopleto
their blackness so that to encounter one black person isto encounter all. While
whites are ‘just’ human, to be black is frequently to be regarded as somehow
‘representative’ . While whites, as Dyer points out, are in the position of power
of being able to speak for the commonality of humanity* precisely because
they are not viewed as raced at al, to be black isto speak for blackness. The
implication is that to be black isto be ‘other’ than ‘just’ human. An aspect of
thisisto treat black subjectivity as synonymous with victimhood so that what
Moosaet al. refer to as ‘the dialectical nature of black peoples experience has
been insufficiently acknowledged, andtheir rolein responding to thedilemmas
confronting them has been largely overlooked’ .* The homogenising way in
which black experienceistreated isencapsulated in termslike ‘ the oppressed’
or ‘the formerly disadvantaged’. White people are so much in the habit of
reducing black peopletotheir blacknessthat it comesasagreat surprisetolearn
that black people don’t automatically seethemselvesinthisway. Black partici-
pants, including many from nei ghbouring states, reported seeing themselvesas
black for the first time, or at least coming to a new awareness of their black
identity only through experiences that placed them in prolonged contact with
whites, for example at school, university or work.

For thosewho did not attend Model C schoolsitisat Rhodeswherethey first
come to recognise themselves ‘as black’. The shift is one from encountering
‘the other’ inalimited range of highly unequal settingsto encountersasneigh-
bours, fellow pupils or students, playmates, potential lovers, opponents and
friends.

When she came to Rhodes she was overwhelmed by the amount of white people she saw.
She couldn’t stand them. After all, white people are so different. It was so bad that she
wanted to leave the university, because it was and till istoo white. Today sheis proud of
who sheis. She loves being black. She still does not like white people. That is probably
something that will never change.®

Identity is clearly not only something we construct ourselves but is also
constructed in the eyes of others. Whatever you may seeyourself asbeing, you
cannot control how others see and construct you and this impacts on your
identity —identity isasocial construction not merely aself-construction. One of
the significant ways in which our subjectivity is socially constructed then, is
through encounters with those who are experienced as ‘other’ or different.
These encountersare encounters of unequal power through which wenegotiate
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our identity. In performing these negotiationsthereareavariety of possibilities
available to us. We might respond to the encounter by attempting to remould
ourselvesin ways that will seem more acceptable in the eyes of the other; we
may rej ect what we seerefl ected in that gaze and choose an oppositional stance;
or we may find ourselves in complex intervals between the two. Thisideais
elaborated in the work of Somali psychologist Bulhan in which he outlines
three major identification patterns among the black intelligentsia. He terms
these ‘capitulation’ to the dominant culture and ideology, ‘revitalisation’
which involves a repudiation of the dominant culture accompanied by a
defensive romanticism of theindigenous culture, and ‘radicalisation’ in which
individuals cometo be ableto engage with the dominant culture on more equal
terms.¥

Sheawaysassumed that being what shewas, wasatemporary transition period, that being
black would not be her identity forever. Every night before shefell asleep, she prayed for
what was of most importanceto her then... That nightmareswould stay at bay, that no-one
would kill her parents, and the most pressing — that the next morning she would wake up
with soft blonde hair that moved in the wind, and eyes of abright colour like those of the
people she encountered every day. At an age where one would think young kids worry
about having nice toys and stable best friends and the coolest crayons and of course the
most practical lunch, she wondered why her lunch smelled only of heavy suppers of the
night before, wondered why her hair didn’t return to its old ‘ position’ when she awoke
form nap time, assumed that her bum and breasts were bigger because she didn’t do
enough sport. She though all this would change with time, because what she saw every
day, who she encountered all day every day, wasthe norm. White people are the standard,
everything else was a deviation. But then, white people didn’t register as white people —
they were just people, human beings.®

Encounterscan accentuatefeelingsof inferiority, an attempt to adapt or accom-
modate oneself to the expectations of the dominant gaze, or can lead to the
construction of an oppositional identity. Bulhan (1977) theorised such
encounters through the notion of ‘inbetweenity’ which he used to describe the
black intelligentsia—those who attain adistinctive status and privilege through
the acquisition of western education.®® For Bulhan such encounters lead to a
dual consciousness influenced on the one hand, by western culture and on the
other by formative traditional African culture.

However, the more fully and deeply Africans have internalised western culture, the more
inevitably they are drawn to seek their destiny in western countries. Y et in transporting
themselves to the source of the western education they have hitherto absorbed at a
distance, they are likely to encounter racism in many forms. This may be a profoundly
disturbing experience... [which] may inturnlead to anintense search for cultural rootsand
issues of identity may become compelling’.®

For Fanon aswith many of the black participantsin thisstudy, theonly solution
isself-assertion: ‘| resolved, sinceit wasimpossiblefor meto get away from an
inborn complex, to asset myself asaBLACK MAN. Sincetheother hesitated to
recognize me, there remained only one solution: to makemyself known’ . This
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solution is not without its painful contradictions in the context of white racial
hegemony as suggested to mein the account by ayoung woman who spoke, on
the one hand, of being ‘ black and proud’ but on the other, of feeling the need to
shower twice a day and hand-wash her underwear.

The story starts 20 years ago, when my mother had to walk 10-15 kilometresto get from
the township to the hospital in town to deliver me, because of the busraids at that time. It
was decided that my name would be——, aname meaning ‘——'. Thisname, although
not seemingly so, isrelated to my race, as my mother believed her daughter would go and
fight against the white domination that for so long held them captive. Born to a single
mother, who was involved in palitics, | was moved to my grandparents’ place, asisthe
case with most black people’s situation, and | grew up there all of my life. Borninto a
black, working class, traditional yet deeply religious family, my identity was starting to
shape. My immediate family had agreat influence on shaping my identity... Therace card
isprobably my most intimate because | am constantly struggling with whether or not | am
aracist. For the longest time | wasn’t one but more recently, at least since | came to
Rhodes, | havejust had thisdistinct changeof heart. | don’tlikecolour discrimination very
much, because very generally it implies, in my eyes, again for the lighter skinned and a
loss for the darkie. | was never told | was black at home. | learnt | was black and in the
process also learnt what it entailed to be black...

| say things like ‘I'm black and proud’ meaning that on some level | do believe black
people have an essence to them that white people don’'t have. Growing up black is not
always easy but neither is growing up any other race, right? Well, | don’t know but | do
know my own painsof growing up black. | liveit every day. Intheway | do certainthings,
like | have to shower every morning regardless of a night shower and | do not put my
underwear into the washing machine. | hand-wash it every day.*

Thisyoung woman'’s choice of anecdote resonates startlingly with Fanon who
refers to ‘ catchphrases strewn over the surface of things: nigger underwear
smellsof nigger; nigger teeth arewhite; nigger feet arebig’.* Fanon goesonto
writeof * Shame. Shame and self-contempt. Nausea. When peoplelike me, they
tell meitisin spite of my colour. When they dislike me, they point out that itis
not because of my colour. Either why, | am locked into the infernal circle’.*

Myriad minute adjustments and compromises are made on a daily basis by
those whose skin colour delineatesthem asmarginal, not the privileged diverse
‘norm’.

Growing up in the post-apartheid era | have had to conform to make myself more
acceptable, leaving my roots behind. | suffer from a dominant socia discourse about
coloured identity which says that coloured people are acoholics, unemployed and
teenagers who fall pregnant very easily. | was raised in a good home which was family
oriented as many coloured familiesare, but | also grew up in acoloured areathus| havea
thick coloured accent. | admit that when speaking to white people | hidethisaccent asthis
will allow them perhaps not to think of me as coloured but as an educated female.
Although | am often mistaken for being Indian, my colouredness comes out when | speak.
| try to adapt to be more acceptable.®
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Racialised M odes of Reasoning

Formally racists policies and overtly racist patterns of behaviour and speech
have largely disappeared from everyday interaction between people of
different skin colours at Rhodes. However, | would argue that what Deborah
Posel has termed ‘apartheid’s modes of racial reasoning’“ remain widely
normalised in the modalities of thought and social practices of everyday life.
Posel identifies several principal features of these modes of racial reasoning.
Many of these emerge as recurrent themes in the stories told by my research
subjects.

Race and Racial Difference as Self-Evident ‘ Facts' of Experience

Apartheid’s starting premise was that South Africa consists of a number of
raceswhich differ from oneanother inavariety of ways. Theeffect of apartheid
was to create was Posel has termed ‘ different worlds of experience fissured
along racial fault lines. In this sense apartheid becameits own best justification
asthe experience of apartness normalised and naturalised social differences. It
remainsvery common for South Africans, including young university students,
to regard race and in particular, the existence of four main ‘race groups —
white, coloured, Indian and African — as a sdlf-evident, common-sensical,
‘utterly uncontroversia fact of life’.®

She felt that even though many don’t view colour as an issue on aconscious level, deep
down everyone has a problem somewhere along the line with race. She experienced this
openly at Rhodes. At night it is always the same thing: black students at CJs, white
students at the Rat and Pop Art used to be frequented by the Indians and coloureds.
Everyone, on some level, would rather be with their own colour.*®

He never thought he was aracist until helived and studied with people of different racial
groups at Rhodes University. He found it extremely difficult to adjust to his new
environment since he had never encountered such asituation before. Hehailsfromaplace
inhabited by 99 percent | ndiansbecauseit wasagroup areaduring the apartheid years. The
older generation who were victims of apartheid taught him never to trust awhite person,
never to become friends with a white person. This is how his view of race evolved.
Growing up in the new South Africa he finds it extremely difficult to interact with
members of other racial groups.®

When | first arrived at university a worrying factor for me was how | would share
bathroomswith fellow black students. Contrary to my expectations| found themto bethe
cleanest of all other race groups. While | profess my deep-seated love for black people, |
am aware of how to a certain degree | respond to black people in a negative way. For
example, afellow Indian friend remarked how her Resneighbour, ablack girl, asked her to
tieher hair upinto aponytail. And she, my friend, wasextremely hesitant to do so. Feeling
compelled, shedidit, but afterwardswashed her handsin Jik. | couldn’t help but wonder if
| would havefelt the same. Shameon me. Unless| am ableto grow out of thisconstricting
mould of prejudice | am a disgrace to society. But how am | to do so?*

Each of these comments takes the existence of apartheid's racial menu as
self-evident: there are ‘ other races’ and one has expectations of various kinds
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about how these peopl e behave, whether or not they are clean, noisy, similar or
different to one’ sownracial type. Even when experience provesthose expecta-
tions to be invalid, the mode of reasoning is not replaced by a dissolution of
racial categories but rather, by new generalisations — blacks are in fact ‘the
cleanest of all’.

The privileging of whiteness

Racialised reasoning isnot simply about the assumed existence of variousraces
but also, importantly includes a hierarchical component in which whiteness,
both asabiological and asocial conditionisprivileged. Whitenessisat theapex
of anhierarchical racial order.> Studentsand staff experiencethe privileging of
whiteness both sacially and physically at Rhodesin avariety of ways.

In Res he quickly learnt that the common room is for the ‘darkies’ and the bar is for the
‘white dudes'. The moment a white student walked into the common room to find a
congregation of darkies watching television the white student would say he was ‘just
checking what was on’ and leave immediately. At lectures it is not any different. He
always noticed in his—— lecture which wastaken by ablack lecturer how little attention
she received from the white students. Its either complete chaos or they walk out. It till
amazes himtoday how white students always complain about black |ecturerswhenthere’s
nothing to complain about. He was present when one black female lecturer said, ‘ one of
the challengesin my profession isthe utter disrespect | receive from students who do not
listen to me. | cannot teach them anything worthwhile because | am black’ 5

Thisis a story about a young black girl who came from the townships, from what one
might call a disadvantaged school. When she first came to Rhodes she was told that she
had to do EL AP which stands for English Language for Academic Purposes. Thereason
wasbecause her English wasnot good enough to enable her to makeit at varsity. Now they
were going to put her into this course so that she may learn how to speak and read English
properly. She started this course not knowing what it involved. Asthe monthswent by she
realised that peopleweretreating her differently because of thiscourse. Some peopleeven
caled it English for Lazy African People. The reason for this was that the class only
consisted of black South Africans. Thething that made her feel bad wasthat shewastaken
out of some 1200 first-year students to do this course without even being interviewed to
seewhat her English skillswere like. The white people who asked her about what course
shewas doing madefun of her, saying shewasjust here doing nothing and that shewould
only start her real studiesthenext year. Many treated her badly because of thiscourse. She
found out that there were many other second-language English speakers at Rhodes who
were not forced to do this course. Even the lecturer treated the ELAP students asif they
werestupid. At theend of theyear shedid so well that shewas given theaward for the best
studentin . Shewas so happy because she proved to the white people that shewas
every bit as good as them.>

Dominance on campusis most felt though by the black female. Thewhite girlswith their
petitefigurescontributeto the prevailing hegemoni ¢ nhotion of white beauty. When ablack
girl arrivesat Rhodes, sheisnot beautiful inher ownright butinrelationtothewhiteimage
of beauty. They aspire to thisimage of white beauty because they want to be viewed as
beautiful by men. Black women straighten their hair, they starve themselvesto get rid of
their African assets (i.e. bums and thighs). By virtue of being black they are already
starting from a disadvantage.®
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She wanted to play at Rhodes. Shewent to practices every week. After going for
two weeks she noticed asimilar pattern happening over and over again. Of course, shewas
black. At the practices, whites would be given a chance to play. No-one would
appoint her to play. She couldn’t understand why she was never picked. She decided to
stop going as it was awaste of time. Only whites get to play at Rhodes.*

In orientation week wewereinvited to the SRC’ S partiesat theunion. Likegood littlefirst
yearswewent along but quickly grew tired of therock music and beer guzzling. My friend
and | thought it would bebest if wewereto haveaquiet night in at Res. Just beforewalking
out of the union areaablack guy approached us and told usto go to Masakhane. My friend
and | later discovered that Masakhane was the dingy little ‘black spot’ under the union
where black people congregated and danced to their music. Not knowing it then the space
at the union versusthat at Masakhane was a clear sign of white culture’ sdominance over
black. If we had not met that black guy we would not have known that M asakhane exists.
The SRC made sure that it advertised the Union, but there was no mention of the alter-
native — Masakhane. White dominance at Rhodes is apparent from what gets advertised
(i.e. rugby world cup) to what doesn’t (All Africa games).

Inmy first year at Rhodes University we wrote an essay in the Department. One
black woman in the class received a mark of 80 percent from the tutor but the lecturer
reduced it to 60 percent, saying there were too many grammar mistakes and spelling
errors. However, she had taken a first draft of the essay to a lecturer in the English
Department to check for mistakesbefore submitting. To our surprise, thetutor, whowasa
whitelady, said she had marked the essay according to the departmental criteriaandthat it
had all the essential requirementsto get 80 percent. She said that it wasthelecturer’ shabit
to question the marks of black students. In my mind that wasimplying that black students
are not worth amark of 80 per cent or more.®

It wasthe year 2003 when he started hisuniversity studies at Rhodes. It marked the worst
year of his life because he encountered racism for the very first time in his life. At
university he expected different lecturersintermsof race, standard of education and many
other things that could make one different from another. What shocked him was that
students responded differently to lecturers because of their race. For example, when a
black lecturerinhis classwasinstructing studentsprior tothefinal examination, a
white student stood up and asked, ‘where do you get that instruction from? Do other
lecturers in the Department know what you are talking about? This gave him the
impression that white students undermine black lecturers at this university while white
lecturers do not get that kind of response from students. This black lecturer wastested all
the time. He was asked questions that were targeted at testing his character and thinking
skills. It was enough to make him conclude that white students were racist.>®

Somewhite parti cipantsrecogni sed that their racewould continueto determine
their privilege.

Like my father, | am a white middle class male and in this patriarcha society, success
should not betoo hard. | probably will not suffer the consequences of affirmative action as
I will not have to be hired by a company which is forced to implement a programme of
black empowerment. Similarly, thefilmindustry is dominated by males, especialy inthe
area of directing, to which | will be headed. Because | live in a society in which white
middle class males are still largely in aposition of dominance, | tend to see my success,
and even my own subjectivity, as universally natural .®
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Thisrecognitionisrare, however. It isfar more common for white peopleto be
entirely unaware of the privileged hegemonic position they occupy and to, in
fact, feel disadvantaged by the post-1994 political context. These sentiments
echo nationwidesurvey datawhichindicatethat whitesareonly half aslikely as
other South Africans to accept the view that whites continue to benefit from
apartheid.®

In the modern world as awhite male | am expected to re-invent myself but thisis particu-
larly difficult for me. Asmany jobsonceexclusively my domain because of my raceareno
longer there for me.®

Inthe historical context of South Africatoday my parents seethe greatest threat to me as
affirmative action. Although opposing the nasty sides of apartheid and denying
complicity inthecontinual oppression of black people, thesystem till held white peoples’
middle classnessin place. It was safe.®

She questionswhether or not she hasabright future because sheiswhite. Isthereapoint to
paying for an educationif shemay not be ableto useit?Will she haveunwillingly to move
overseas? She hates that because she iswhite, she loses her privileges and opportunities.
Apartheid was not her fault. Sherealisesthat whether you areliberal or not, you arewhite
and should be scared of your past because you are now paying the consequencesfor it and
it liveson in your consciousness. She wants to be African —awhite African.®

The privileging of whiteness is particularly difficult for white people to
recogni se precisely because white people seldom think of themselvesasraced.
‘Race’ is thought to have something to do with black people. In response,
theorising and acknowledging white as race has become a popular academic
industry. Echoing Richard Dyer, Bennett and Friedman® point out that it is
precisely part of the privilege of being white that white people see themselves
asdiverseindividualsand asself-evidently irreducibleto their race. It therefore
comesasasurprisewhenwhite peoplefind themselves seenin theeyesof black
people*aswhite’ —seeingtheraceof the' other’ ispermitted whitepeopleonly.

Many of the white participants in this research process started out from the
position that apartheid was not of their making and had littleto do with them; a
position of confusion about why they as young white South Africans could
somehow be regarded as complicit. Moreover, they asked why apartheid was
such an issue for black students when they had not, after al, really known its
full burden. In short, they felt that black students with access to al the privi-
leges of a Rhodes education should ‘ get over it’.

In response, one participant wrote this:

Itiseasy tosay that I’ m not racist and that | am not affected by race. Thereality of itishow
do | feel about that white man who used to drive around in aHippo shooting teargasin my
community? The same man would come at odd hours of the night to arrest my family and
often they would be thrown into detention for months. During this time we would sit as
siblingswithout word from thosein detention. Today, | sit next tothesiblingsof thosewho
were theiron fist in my community and they want me to believe that | was not directly
affected by the policies of the apartheid regime. They are quick to remind methat wasall
in the past but it is this past that haunts me to this day. One afternoon | witnessed the |FP
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attack the community of Mofolo, one of the townshipsthat make up Soweto. Inthat raid a
friend of mine was raped and then stabbed several times until she breathed no more. She
wasonly 18. Her 16-year old sister was a so raped and stabbed to death. Her mother who
was 42 years old was also raped and killed. Her grandmother who was 60 was al so raped
and stabbed to death. These are experiences some of uswill carry to our graves yet some
peoplewant usto forget and act likeit never happened. I’ m sorry that the siblings of those
who policed my community do not understand where |’ ve comefrom but when you do not
understand, don’t pretend as if you do. You evoke my emotions of the past and these
cannot be controlled.®

Some of the most powerful momentsin the research arose aswhite participants
cameto the dual realisation firstly, that they had never before seen themselves
asraced but had very definitely seen black studentsasraced and secondly, even
more startlingly, that thiswas not how they were perceived —that they too were
subject to agaze. The white participants were surprised to learn that they were
not regarded by the black participants as unique and diverse individuals but
rather, ‘aswhites', whatever their particular history of liberal views, interracial
dating and friendships, might be. One such significant moment of realisation
for al the white people present in one group, including myself, was when a
young black woman whom no-one had hitherto really noticed sitting in the
front of the room, stood up during a discussion on race and waved her arm
across the room, saying, ‘it’s you whites, that’s the problem’, her breaking
voice filled with loathing and anger. For many Rhodes students as with most
young South Africansthisisan unusual experience because relations between
black and white remain in so many instances superficially friendly, masking
underlying suspicions, even hatreds.

Oneblack woman spoke of staying up until theearly hoursof themorningto
finish the eighty dense pages of prescribed reading material on the subject of
whiteness. She reported the following day in a group discussion her intense
shock at learning that white people sel dom think about their race. For their part,
thewhite participantsruefully acknowledged that they did not and that thiswas
initself central to their race experience. During adiscussion of thisissue, one
participant responded by noting how sheexperienced her blacknessas*acloud’
which was constantly over her. This powerfully evocative image was taken up
again and again in the weeks that followed by other participants who used it to
portray the way in which race is always with you — if you are black.

By virtue of being black you know that you have a‘cloud’ of stereotypesthat is aways
with you when you are living. This has contributed to the lowering of success of most
black students, even at university... | feel uncomfortable even in tutorials because of
having internalised an ideology that black people are stupid and they do not think as a
whiteperson. Although thereistalk of arainbow nation therewill awaysbeagreat divide
between black and white.”

Theimage of raceascloud brought to my mind Blake' spoem ‘ The Little Black
Boy’ (1789) which isdiscussed also by Susan Gubar® in her exploration of the
subordination of blackness to whiteness which lies at the centre of racist



122 AFRICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 9(1)

ideology. In Blake's poem the *Little Black Boy’ is black, ‘asif bereaved of
light' (1.4) but his ‘soul is white!” (1.2). ‘And these black bodies and this
sunburnt face/Arebut acloud, and likeashady grove’ (1.1 15-16). Inthisimage,
blackness is synonymous with absence of light and, by implication, of value,
goodness, merit. Far from operating merely at the symbolic level thisform of
interpretation has a real existence in the ways that white people think about
black people—whichwasasurprising insight for many of thewhite participants
who saw themselves at the outset as liberal, having neutral or insignificant
views about race, having many black friends and acquaintances. During the
research process one white man asked his white friend about a coloured
girlfriend thefriend had had at school. Theway that he framed the question was
to ask ‘how bad was she'. He reflected on this formulation later:

The more black she wastheworseit was, reflecting my belief that white equals beautiful
while black equals ugliness. | saw my whiteness as having more value than Peter’ s®
coloured girlfriend because she had a darker skin (which only, after all, refers to the
amount of pigment in the skin). It indicates that | somehow felt like a higher grade of
humanity. | realised that | unconsciously feel that | am a better or higher quality human
than thosewho have adarker skinthan me. Thisisbecause | have always been advantaged
by my whiteness. For examplewhen collecting apassport or ID book | still feel asthough
because | am white | can skip the queue. | have learned a grading system for human
identity. Themoreblack, feminine, homosexual or poor you are, thelower your gradewill
be.™

The process here was one of the research subject closely interrogating his own
guestion and its hidden assumptions so that he became aware of the waysin
which hisracial viewswere operating. Thiswould not have been possibleif the
investigation were by way of superficial survey questionnaire-styleresearch. It
seemsto methat many white people hold viewswhichthey fail tointerrogatein
this way, and which they believe are adequately hidden from their black
counterpartsby aveneer of middleclasspoliteness. Itisprecisely thisveneer of
polite superficiality which theblack participantsin my study found maddening.
To regard cordial relations then, the absence of overt conflict or physical
confrontation, asamark of racial harmony is clearly amistake. Black students
experience the absence of awillingness to engage passionately and sincerely
with questions of prejudice, stereotypesand racism asdeeply disrespectful and
a measure of continuing white arrogance. In my research this attitude which
one person described as‘ the wide blue-eyed smilethat never reachestheeyes',
emerged as far more offensive to the black participants than stereotypical
remarks or attitudes that are openly expressed.

Race is socio-cultural aswell as biological

Posel arguesthat the apartheid stateinvested all facets of existence with racial
significance.” Within thissystem everything and anything can beread asasign
of race, from how loudly or softly onetalks, to which sport one enjoys, to how
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frequently one has sex. The taken-for-granted notion that separate races of
various kinds exist is accompanied, then, by the further assumption that the
body is not the only site of differentiation. Different races are also widely
assumed to evince clusters of socia behaviour. This ranges from ideas about
the inherent intellectual abilities of these putative different races, to
demeanour, to tastein clothing, music, sport and food. Thesearenot ssmply the
(mis)conceptions of people who regard themselves as being of one race about
people they regard as being of another race. This form of racial reasoning
operates just as powerfully as an internal mechanism of patrolling the bound-
aries between one supposed race and another. Among black studentsthereisa
widely acknowledged close policing of one another for signs of deficient
blackness which speaksto the waysin which raceis viewed as more than a set
of physical characteristics but is routinely thought to embody also social
practices incorporating modes of dress, hairstyles, speech, mannerism, choice
of music and so on.

Personally | feel uncomfortable in tutorials because of ideol ogies that people have about
blacks. Black peopleare considered stupid and they do not think likewhite people. A lot of
black students questionwhy | do Philosophy. They say that black peoplearenot meant for
Philosophy and that we cannot think beyond what is there.”

In post-apartheid the emancipati on of black people required black pride and unfortunately
created degrees of blackness. Peoplewere more and morebeing criticised for being ‘ coco-
nuts' and hairstyleswere being scrutinised creating what Erasmus calls afictitious binary
between people who are black and people who are not black enough. | shaved my hair off
in Grade 11. My hair was straight and processed and worked on. | felt what used to be my
source of prideasayoung girl, my source of beauty was now areflection of weaknessand
consent to white supremacy and dominance.”™

She went to a ‘white’ school, played with white children, spoke to them in their white
language. Y et sheis black. Sheloves Robbie Williams, that song by Goo Goo Dolls, she
used to have an Alanis Morrisette CD and would buy it again if she had the cash. Her
favourite actor is Mel Gibson, her favourite filmmaker Quentin Tarantino and her
favourite TV show, Friends. Yet sheis black. Her skin is brown like the earth, her hair
black asnight, her lipsfull and thick, her nose wide and flat. Sheisblack. African. Negro.
Native. But to some, not black enough.™

Theideaof raceasanintegrated and rel ated set of biological featuresand social
practices is closely related to a further mode of racia reasoning which is to
essentialise race.

Race as Essential rather than Accidental or Contingent

I amblack. | believethat to be black isto have certain characteristicslikel listento kwaito
music and speak the Venda language. Growing up | knew that | was not white and that
there were things | could not do. | have this belief that white people are superior and
because of their whiteness they always dominate all human beings.™

The underlying assumption of apartheid racial reasoning wasthat race adhered
to persons as acluster of essential elementsrather than being mutable, fluid or
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socially contingent.” Posel has suggested that aspects of the post-1994 political
context have given new vigour to racial essentialism asracial identities have
become newly politicised as the site of redress” and self-assertion. Racial
differences, moreover, are often considered primary: the determinants of other
differences across arange of forms of interaction and experience.”

She came to Rhodes from a township school were there were only black students. When
shegot here shemet alot of other races. She particularly made friendswith thiswhitegirl.
They became very good friends but she experienced some problems. Black studentsfrom
her Res did not want to be around her because they said they did not want afriend who is
friendswiththewhites. And other white peopledid not want to befriendswith her because
of her colour. Shewasinthemiddle. Sheloved her new whitefriendsand shewaslearning
alot from her about the white culture which she knew nothing about. But shedid not want
tolose her black friends because they represented apart of her that would alwaysbethere.
She kept on trying to have them both. At the end a solution came when her white friend
went away to study somewhere else.”

Black peoplehavedifferent interestsfromwhite people. Sothey arenotinvolvedinalot of
theactivitiesthat take place at Rhodes. Thisiswhy they feel like Rhodesdoesnot cater for
their needs. Another thing is that there are so many divisions within the black people.
Black South African girls do not hang around with Zimbabweans. They suffer from
X enophobiamaybe becausethe number of Zimbabweansat Rhodeshasincreased making
them feel like the minority in their own land.

Therearealso divisionsamong black South Africans. Likethe Xhosasdo not mix withthe
Zulus. Itisthesedifferencesthat contributeto thegreat division withintheblack family.&

| found that there was a particul ar stereotype of acoloured person that was appealed to, by
all races. Everyone hastheir own idea of how ‘the other’ should and does behave. When
questioned it wasawaysacase of how other peoplewerelikethat, not me, asl was' one of
them’. Thisled to mefeeling asif | wasinvisible—1 was not really coloured as coloured
people were ‘dodgy’ in certain ways. |, therefore, was not coloured as they would not
associate with dodgy people.®

Shewent to university. Sheloved thefreedom and enjoyed meeting new people. Shemet a
guy called . They started going out. Sheliked him—alot, but alwaysfelt something
strange. Sheliked it when he spoke English. One day shewent into hisroom and hewason
the phone talking to his dad, speaking Xhosa. She felt odd and almost didn’t recognise
him.e2

Her friend at University is black. She comes from England and she doesn’t seem to be
black. She doesn’t know any of the culture and can’t speak any African languages. She
thinks thisis strange and never really considered her friend as an actual ‘black’ .

Essentialised conceptions of race asacluster of necessary biological and social
characteristics are most clearly evident in the widespread labelling of alarge
section of Rhodes students as ‘ coconuts’' (black on the outside, white on the
inside) by other black students who regard themselves as more authentically
black. This is a particularly harsh irony for those whose vilified accents of
speech arise out of having been brought up in exile in highly politicised
anti-apartheid families. bell hooks* drawsadistinction between ‘theeasier and
safer option of embracing theideaof ablack essence and the more challenging
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recognition of the way black identity has been specifically constituted in the
experiencesof exileand struggle. Identity politicsmay beanecessary rejoinder
to the tyranny of homogenised and universal paradigms but to be progressive
thisgamemust be played in amanner that embracesdiversity and changerather
than promoting the stifling essentialisms that narrow the discursive space
opened up by the struggles for black and women'’s liberation’.®

Shegrew up in Swaziland, L usakaand L ondon where race and colour were not an issueto
her. Her parents were involved with the ANC. She remembers going to rallies chanting
‘vivaANC', ‘vivaMandela'. Now ten yearsinto our new democracy she wishesthat she
was still totally race/colour-blind. She feels restricted and judged sometimes for being
black. She tries to keep that bit of innocence with her and make friends with the human
being and not the colour. But it is hard when black people call her a coconut and white
people assume things about her because she is black. Sheis very aware that people still
judge her on the colour of her skin, where she went to school and black people judge her
because she never experienced apartheid South Africaat itsworst. Deep downthough, she
isproudly black asit has been instilled in her that black is beautiful and not inferior.2

In the same way as apartheid relied on essentialised conceptions of race,
positive affirmations of blackness for the purpose of combating an
overweening hegemony of whiteness face the difficulty of falling into the trap
of homogenising ‘the black experience’. Yet, without claiming a common
black identity how can white hegemony be challenged? AminaMamarefersto
the risk of the creation of anew discursive regime, ‘namely a set of prescrip-
tionsfor how to be black and a set of sanctions and epithetsfor those daring to
differ’.”

Sheisablack female. Her mother isadomestic worker and used to work for awoman who
isnow her guardian. Sheisapersonwhoissometimesreferred to asacoconut because she
went to a private school. Her mother felt it was better for her to learn to speak English
fluently and this has been a contributing factor to the racial encountersto follow for the
rest of her life. Asaresult of only being ableto speak English shefindsit easier torelateto
and befriendswith white people. For her, encounterswith her own race are more difficult
as she hasbeen socialised with whites. At family get-togethers shealwaysfeelslost asshe
cannot talk to her family membersin their African tongue and they cannot speak English.
People often mistake her for aforeigner. Her parentsfelt that shewould be better accepted
if she spoke English. Now there has been black empowerment and people are proud to be
black and maketheir culture known. But she does not know much about her cultureto be
abletofitin. Her dilemmaisthat sheisneither white nor black although people say that she
is more white than black.

She’ snever had any black friends. Not really close onesin any case. Her father taught her
English before her home language. Soon she couldn’t remember how to construct
grammatically correct Zulu sentences. Making friends is still today much easier with
white people than with black people. With her white friends she is free to talk and be
herself. The black kids never know what to do with her. Most just get angry and call her a
‘coconut’ and a ‘model C' product. There are aways the jeers and snide comments
whenever she goes anywhere with her white friends. She feels comfortable and a part of
them — except when talk turns to boys. She feels confused — she doesn’t know if sheis
expected to like black boys or white boys.®
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She was born in Hammersmith, London, 19 years ago. Three years ago they decided to
move back home — to South Africa. Since she has been ‘home’ she has encountered
numerous difficulties, principally because she is black. She is an anomaly. She doesn’t
understand why black peoplereject her existence simply because she doesn’t speak alocal
language. Further, she doesn’t understand why sheis*allowed’ to minglewith the whites
just because she has an English accent. She has definitely noticed she is the only black
person her white counterparts associate with. She cannot feel comfortablein her own skin.
Sheisjudged by everyone. Shedoesnot fit the status quo. She hatesthisfeeling. Shehates
thedivisionthat pretendsnot to bethere. She hatestheassumptionsher whitefriendsmake
about blacks, and she especially hatesthat they don’t even know whenthey doit. Shehates
that her black counterpartsmakeassumptionsabout her just because she haswhitefriends.
Onceaguy approached her at CJsand said ‘| thought you were white because | awayssee
you with white people’. She had no ideathat coming to South Africawould make her feel
so self-conscious. She can honestly say that she never encountered such complex racia
hang-upswhen shelived in London and attended alargeinner city comprehensive school.
She thinks it absolutely ridiculous when foolish people describe her as a ‘ coconut’ as
though there is one single model on which black people should live their lives. She does
have white godparentsand livesina‘white’ suburb. By the sametoken shelistenstoR'n
B and dances like adream. So is she white or black?®

Peoplethought that shethought she was better than them because she spoke English. They
assumed that this was a choice she had made and not that it was the only language she
could speak in. White people thought that she was American, black people thought she
took no pridein her ‘blackness .

Thereisatension between, on the one hand, the politically important claim that
there is an overriding common black experience (of an oppressive
socio-political context), and on the other the politically equally important
recognition that there are different types of black response to ashared context.
The challenge of black identity at Rhodesis not only about coping with white
racism or the hidden waysin which white hegemony playsitself out. Itisalso
about a struggle for the meaning of blackness.

Conclusion

If apartheid’ s racial categories were previously the locus of racial privileges
and discrimination, these very same racial designations are now the site of
redress — for, how else can the damage be undone and equitable treatment be
established? Yet, what are the consequences of these reiterations? Can we
continue to construct our social realitiesinracial terms—in particular drawing
on apartheid’'s very own catalogue of race — in ways that transcend the
ideological burdens of the past? What are the grammars of categorisation
post-1994? To what extent, and in what ways, might they be at odds with the
project of non-racialism??

My biggest scare is that not enough people have been part of this process. It should be

made compulsory for the whole university. Itisonly in thisway that we can break theice

and allow people to express themselves. We cannot hide our differences especially as

leaders of the next generation. Thereis awholelot of sensitivity and tension that people
don’t want to address. Peopleare scaredto air their opinionsabout race becausethey might
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beviewed asracists. No-one knowshow the other culturethinks and wefakethisideol ogy
of togetherness. While here we have discussed race... outside we don’t. We talk about
money girls/boys and socia status. We want to become part of the Rhodes hegemony
because its cool and no-one wants to become the outsider.*?

Posel writes of the‘ lingering power of racial reasoning inthe everyday lives of
South African citizens'; of the ways in which ‘disturbing proportions of
respondents make lifestyle choices and judgements about others that reiterate
and entrench existing norms of racial separateness.* Furthermore, what is
clear from the survey data she cites® is that ‘the purchase of ideas of racial
difference and distance remains strong and spansthe population at large, rather
than being concentrated among the direct beneficiaries of apartheid’.* Gibson
and Macdonad’'s work based on a large, nationally representative survey of
ordinary South Africans conducted from late 2000 to early 2001 found that
‘South Africa is obviously not a single unified country; racial differences
persist on virtually al dimensions of political and social life'.%” It might be
expected (or hoped) that if anywhere in the society, in the liberal, youthful,
intellectual, relatively secluded space of the university, race might be of dimin-
ishing significance in peoples’ lives. Y et, the stories here told show that while
we might formally, legaly, discard race, it continues to have an often
unacknowledged and unseen power to determine perceptions, experiences and
relationships.

There are those who may argue, as some analysts of the national political
context do* that thesefindingsare of little significancefor the overall health of
our political and ingtitutional life. To put the point plainly, we don’t need to
love oneancther to livetogether.* Aslong aswe have an adequateinstitutional
and legal framework and are able to operate within reasonable bounds of
tolerance and respect, our socia project can progress. The aternative view is
put by Lombard: ‘Low levels of social trust and understanding, based largely
on stereotypica views of others, infringe drastically on peopl€’s capacity to
build workable relationships, which in turn are critical for rebuilding those
structural social institutions that form the basis of a democratic society’ .*®

When we are unwilling to engage in a serious process of confronting race
and racism this seems to be based on the idea of letting sleeping dogs lie; the
fear that thingswill somehow bemadeworseif we‘goonaboutit’. My research
leads meto the opposite conclusion. Evenif the dog of racismisindeed asleep
at Rhodes—and | doubt it is—we should be prepared to giveit avigorous shake
in order respectfully to continue to engage with, learn from and understand
morefully our past and its continuing implicationsfor the present. The various
processes of research in which | have been engaged with Rhodes students over
the past three years have sought consciously to take participants beyond the
usual analgesic approach and to allow for pain and prejudice to be aired within
safe boundaries of respectfulnessand mediation. Anamost universal gratitude
wasexpressed by participantsof all skin coloursfor an opportunity to engagein
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a conceptually sophisticated and emotionally sincere way with the complex-
ities of race at Rhodes and, by implication, in South Africa. | am concerned
about conceptions of loyalty and excellence which smack of public
relations-style glossing over of problems, conflictsandinequalities. Inahigher
learning context which prides itself on a critical tradition and strength in the
humanities| believethat the benchmark of excellenceisaseriousand sustained
engagement with race and racism, alongside other social inequalities.

Notes

1. Steedman, 1986.

2. Exam 2003. | should point out herethat the Department concerned would contest
this reading of its affirmative action policy. However it emerged as an almost
universally unpopular (and much misunderstood) policy in my research.
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Ibid.

Ansdll, 2004:4.
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Dyer, 1997:1.
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| dentity and Race at Rhodes University

Thabis Hoeane
Department of Political Studies
Rhodes University

Introduction

This presentation is a reflection on the relationship between two issues, my
identity on the one hand, and how | perceive my role at thisinstitution on the
other. Itisarelationship underlined by racial prescriptionsthat | feel are unjus-
tifiably imposed on me. These prescriptions seek to define my location within
this environment and hence define the scope of my operations within theinsti-
tution. Thisinevitably necessitates asking the following question to enable me
to make sense of how effectively | can interact with my environment. Am 1| a
black academic in a white university or | am an academic in a South African
University that is in the midst of a changing society from an exclusive to an
inclusive setting? In engaging this question | want to come to terms with this
tension that seeksto control and defineme, as| believethat failureto do sowill
inhibit me as an individual and a member of society with a valuable contri-
bution to make.

On Being Black

Beyond the fact that | am classified as a black person physically, which is
something that | have internalised simply because of the society and world |
was born in, thereis no other sensein which | feel that | am ‘black’.

Thisis important to grasp right at the beginning because it enables me to
fully put myself in charge, by defining myself rather than letting others subject
me to their own definitions.

In abehavioural sense, | refuseto be classified as being black and | want to
make an example to indicate how this is problematic in our society. In this
country, in a political sense especially since 1994, with the eradication of
statutory apartheid, to what end isit to talk about black politics?

Within the milieu of a society undergoing transition from apartheid to a
demacratic society, in which the underlying understanding is to eschew race,
how validisit to hang onto ablack perspective?Most of thetime, politiciansin
this country have argued that there iswhat is called a black viewpoint, which
must be articulated and supported by black people in order to change this
society. Now the fact of the matter is that black people cannot be lumped
together as having a black viewpoint — politicsisabout choiceand it islimited
reasoning and indeed nonsensical to argue for a black viewpoint or
concretisation of views.
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Clearly, black people have different political viewpoints that are spread
across the board present in many political parties with different persuasions,
from theright wing DA, to the so-called ultraleft of Cosatu, SACP, to militant
black nationalists such as the PAC, Azapo to the broad church centrist ANC.
And this applies to any other community in South Africa

A conflation of physical and behavioural attributes has been very danger-
ously exposed by thefallacy of apartheid, anditiswrongto believethat because
black people were formerly oppressed; the way to overcome this would be
around their blackness. Why should a black perspective work when a white
perspective of things failed?

A Black Academic?

There have been acerbic criticisms of black academicsin post-apartheid South
Africa, interms of criticising them for not doing enough to influence societal
discourse around critical social, political, and economic issues. The contention
is that black academics are sitting back and letting what is called the black
project suffer in terms of not challenging white perspectives that are against
change.

Inthe same manner aspointed to above, thiskind of postul ation of the debate
around critical issues in contemporary South Africais riddled with serious
misconceptions.

The assumption that black academics have a unilinear way of thinking isto
seriously undermine their integrity in terms of carrying out what is their
essential duty or occupation, which isto engage with ideas. By assuming that
they have to be alwaysin defence of something robs them of their most potent
weapon —which isto critically engage with ideas. The resistance to changein
South Africadoes not require somebody to beblack to critically engageit. This
isnot the burden of black academics, and thereisno reason to believethat black
academicshave moreinnate power than anybody el seto successfully challenge
wrongdoing.

And indeed why should it be taken or granted that what has been happening
inthiscountry isintheinterest of black academicsat all? They, like politicians,
have varied views of what is happening in South Africa— supportive, critical,
indifferent, non-committal, and so on —and they should havetheright to be so.
To onerously burden black academics by urging that they have to support this
or that viewpoint and prescribing for them how they should react to issuesis
wrong.

The other side of this issue is the extreme end of the spectrum, which is
preoccupied with claiming that black academics are not independent in
expressing their views. Thisis usually brought up when they articulate views
that others may not like and when these views coincide with what the
government might be doing.



134 AFRICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 9(1)

In this manner, once again, black academics are demeaned in that they are
assumed to have no power of original thought and they just are nothing but
lackeys of politicians.

It isamazing how many black political commentatorsin thiscountry haveto
qualify their writing by stressing time and again that they areindependent. And
itisnot exactly clear: what black academics should beindependent from?Why
isit takenfor granted that we are somehow bereft of devel oping our ownideas?
To consistently demand us to be defensive in these manner, saps our energy,
which can be better utilised elsewhere.

A White University?

In this institution and environment how should | define myself beyond the
imposed view that | ablack in awhite institution? Rhodesis no different from
other South African universities that have the legacy of being a‘whiteinstitu-
tion’ —asdesignated under apartheid terminology. Thisisafact, but towhat end
should this continued conceptualisation of theinstitution help meto effectively
operatein it in these times of change where there are tensions around making
society and institutions more inclusive?

In continuing to define myself as a black employee of awhite institution |
believethat | amincapacitating myself to cometoreal termswithwhat | haveto
do or be in terms of participating in a changing institution.

Thus, for meto make sense of my roleinthisinstitution | haveto redefineit
so that | do not misinterpret its true nature and what | can do to contributeto it
changing. Rhodesisaformerly white university in astate of flux and transition
into atruly South African university. By conceptualising thisinstitutionin this
manner | will be much more able to understand my placeiniit.

Fossilising it in white terms misses the point, because the danger isthat one
can go to the extreme and seek to change it into a black institutionwhich once
again raises the question: of what use will ablack institution be when racially
defined and conceptualised whiteinstitutions are under pressure to change and
have failed to be representative of South African society?

Thetransition of thisuniversity into atruly South African and representative
institution should go beyond simplistic definitions that are narrow and can in
fact indicate regression.

For exampl e, changing the name of thisinstitution, or replacing its predomi-
nantly white administrators with black professionals, cannot in and of itself be
of significance. A black senior administration that would implement ideas that
call for thecreation of an elitist institution that isdivorced from societal impera-
tives, that pandersto profit at the expense of excellence and scholarship, would
for me mean no change at al.
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What am | and what Institution am | in?

Thequestionthenistoarticulatewhat | amand how | perceivethisinstitutionin
which | am. If I am not black and thisis not awhite institution then what am |
and how do | define thisinstitution?

I amfirst and foremost and academic—and my colour and all that it portends
for anybody is a non-issue for me. | am in this environment that is concerned
with the generation of knowledgefor the betterment of society. Inthisrole, | do
not seek to befor or against any position, ideaor point of view onthebasisof its
colour designation. Thetest of what | believein asknowledgeis predicated on
whether that knowledgeisbased oninquiry, debate and critical thought for itto
make sense.

My position in society, which has been designated for me on the basis of
colour should not impede or arrest mefrom articul ating positionsthat are based
primarily on my own assumptions. For anything that | engaged in, thetest isto
engage ideas from the perspective of them being untested to being fact through
evidence. In thismanner | am unshackling myself from those who would want
me to take their side no matter what, on the basis that we share the same
physical characteristics. In the same manner, | retain the right to criticise or
endorseany ideaswithout fear of being label ed dependent, just because | do not
criticise to the liking of others.

Thisinstitution needs change and my contribution will be effectiveif | adopt
acritical distance from prescriptions and avoid dwelling on its past legacy. It
needsto change from a previously white-dominated exclusivist ingtitution to a
truly representative South African institution.

And in making this contribution | should not be hampered by my physical
traits to adopt certain viewpoints in adding to the debate on what it should be.
Because | am defined as black in a white institution does not mean that the
solution of that white exclusivist problem can be found in blackness. The
synthesis of the new institution, which will arise from this one, will haveto be
unshackled from colour designations of whatever form.

Conclusion

| am an academic in a South African ingtitution undergoing change just as
society is—my colour should not be used asan index to trap meto articulate any
views because my role as an academic is opposed to any prescribed notions of
what | am and should be. | should thus have the independence to critically
engagewith knowledge, to critiquethat which | am perceived to befrom (black
world) and that which is perceived to embody wrong (white world). It is only
when | am accorded thisspaceto definemyself andinterpret theenvironmentin
which | am in without any strictures that | believe | can make sense of my
locationin my trueenvironment and be ableto makean effective contribution.





